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The Solidarity Economy: An International Movement* 
 
Abstract: This article describes the appearance of a solidarity economy movement in different 
national and continental contexts, stressing the diversity of practices within civil society at local 
and international level. Emerging in the last decades, these initiatives, which are both political 
and economic in nature, have extended and renewed the social economy, thereby offering a 
concrete alternative at a time of capitalist crisis. As such, the movement cannot be overlooked in 
the quest for a new economic model and public action. 
Keywords: Solidarity economy; cooperativism; associations; self-management; participatory 
democracy; popular economy; the other economy. 
 
In the last quarter of the 20
th
 century, associations and cooperatives began to make their 
presence felt again in the economy and in politics. In the words of L. Pƌouteau, ͞oŶe of the 
most important aspects of the transformations that affected the associative world in the last 
Ƌuaƌteƌ ĐeŶtuƌǇ is uŶdouďtedlǇ the iŶĐƌease iŶ stƌeŶgth of its eĐoŶoŵiĐ aĐtiǀities͟ ;Pƌouteau, 
2003; Demoustier et al., 2003). The second striking feature is the appearance of a worldwide 
civil society defined as the sphere of transnational activities and relations created by 
collective actors (social movements, civil society networks and organizations) that are 
independent of governments and private companies, functioning outside the state and the 
markets. This article describes the forms taken by this multidimensional process, 
emphasising the new issues raised by associations and cooperatives in some of their present 
reconfigurations. Today, as in the past, light needs to be shed upon this blind spot in order 
to look for new frontiers between the economy and politics.  
 
1. From voluntary to forced collectives 
DuƌiŶg the ͞thiƌtǇ gloƌious Ǉeaƌs͟ fƌoŵ ϭϵϰϱ to ϭϵϳϱ, ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe deŵoĐƌaĐǇ aŶd 
collective negotiation were the institutional means which enabled class conflict to be 
reabsorbed by compatibility between growth and solidarity at macrosocial level. In this 
context, the trade unions emerged as the voice of collective worker strength. The rights that 
were conquered at this time materialised in forms of indirect participation, which varied in 
breadth from country to country. Trade union power was extended to include consultation 
                                                          
*
 Article published in RCCS 84 (March 2009). 
RCCS Annual Review, 2, October 2010                                                                                                                                            The Solidarity Economy 
4 
on economic matters, with the appearance of works councils in Germany and consultative 
committees in the United Kingdom. However, in most countries, the powers attributed to 
ǁoƌkeƌs͛ eleĐted ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀes ƌesulted iŶ liŵited ĐoŶĐiliatioŶ iŶ the soĐial doŵaiŶ 
(working conditions, hygiene and safety, training, salaries, social works). In short, in the 
Fordist compromise, the trade union counter-power facilitated both the humanization and 
the acceptance of Taylorism. ͞The iŶstƌuŵeŶtalizatioŶ of the Đlass ĐoŶfliĐt͟ ;DahƌeŶdoƌf, 
ϭϵϳϮͿ ƌesulted iŶ ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of ǁoƌkeƌs͛ foƌŵs of ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ, iŶstituted foƌ the puƌpose 
of collective negotiation. This representative system reflected the implementation of an 
elitist conception of democracy in the workplace, as put forward by Schumpeter (1943). 
However, this approach was subject to criticism, particularly in the wake of the events of 
1968.  
 
Self- management and alternativism  
Worker-led movements, which often involved immigrants and young workers who had little 
to do with the structures supposed to represent them, did not limit their activities to pay 
claims. Outside the industrial relations system, rebellions broke out against the so-called 
͞sĐieŶtifiĐ͟ oƌgaŶizatioŶ of work and its dual specialization (vertical, separating the 
conception and execution of tasks, and horizontal, dividing work into repetitive gestures). 
͞Woƌk iŶ Đƌuŵďs͟1 Đaŵe iŶ foƌ ĐƌitiĐisŵ, aŶd ǁoƌkeƌs͛ deŵaŶds foƌ participation were taken 
up by trade unionists and politicians. This was the irruption of the self-management current 
in the intellectual field. At the start of the 1960s, critical thought was dominated by analyses 
centred on social control mechanisms. Then, the self-management current was put into 
action. Now, instead of refining the analysis of alienation, the objective was to combat it as 
swiftly as possible. 
According to Mellucci, this expressed a refusal to allow modern capitalism to bring about 
a second expropriation on the cultural and symbolic level, following the earlier expropriation 
effected by the industrial revolution. The self-management current echoed the early 
association movement in that it distanced itself from the forms of representation granted to 
the ǁoƌkeƌs͛ ŵoǀeŵeŶt iŶ iŶdustƌial soĐietǇ. Moreover, it extended its criticism of 
production to the growth model. Anti-authoritarian and ecological movements were not 
centred on the division of wealth and did not approach social relations from a purely class 
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perspective. They were oriented towards more qualitative demands for political rights to 
paƌtiĐipatioŶ iŶ poǁeƌ, ďeaƌiŶg ǁitŶess to Bell͛s ͞post-iŶdustƌial soĐietǇ͟ aŶd IŶglehaƌt͛s 
͞post-ŵateƌialisŵ͟ ;apud Neveu, 1996: 66-74). 
The exceptional nature of the new social movements did not, however, denote unity. The 
contestation of the social division of labour and the demand for increased participation 
Ŷouƌished tǁo soĐial tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ pƌojeĐts, iŶ ǁhiĐh ͞politiĐal ŵilitaŶts͟ ǁeƌe 
diffeƌeŶtiated fƌoŵ ͞alteƌŶatiǀes͟.2 The militants remained loyal to the priority of political 
action, arguing for a return to the roots of socialism. Through the criticism of bureaucracy, 
they pointed out that the abolition of private property was not sufficient to realise the 
socialist project. However, they subordinated the adoption of self-management to the 
conquest of state power. The alternatives, for their part, sought to set up spaces of limited 
self-management immediately. This division between militants and alternatives may be 
illustrated by the anti-nuclear movement, part of which concentrated on the organization of 
large demonstrations, while the other also tried to prove the viability of renewable energies. 
This desiƌe to ĐhaŶge the ͞heƌe aŶd Ŷoǁ͟ thƌough eǆpeƌiŵeŶtatioŶ eǆplaiŶs ǁhǇ ŵany of 
them turned to economic practices that would supposedly open up the way to an alternative 
economy.
3
  
Reviving the connection with community messianism, these groups were convinced of the 
exemplary nature of their lifestyle in the modification of the normal relations between 
consumption and production. The legitimacy of their attitude was, for them, enough for its 
diffusion. Low income and work time were compensated for by the attention given to 
versatility, pay equality, discussions and reciprocal information. The experiments of these 
groups had a high failure rate. Most of the groups involved in the radical critique of notions 
of labour and employment
4 disappeared. The maximalist nature of these aims proved to be 
to be inversely proportional to the durability of structures. Renouncing the prospect of an 
alternative economy, those groups that wanted (and were able) to survive lowered their 
aims, concentrating upon giving their members responsibility within collectively managed 
economic units that were inserted into the market. In some cases, companies formed in this 
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way had access to market niches, thanks to the prior involvement of their members in 
political and social networks. 
Far removed from its initial objective, this alternative dynamic gave rise to new forms of 
laďouƌ assoĐiated ǁith the ͞post-iŶdustƌial͟ seƌǀiĐe seĐtoƌ ;Huďeƌ, ϭϵϴϭͿ. UŶdeƌ its iŵpulse, 
the cooperative work movement opened up to the provision of intellectual and cultural 
services in various countries. In 1985, these cooperatives accounted for 45% of cooperatives 
and 32% of jobs in the service sector in the United Kingdom; 13.5% of cooperatives in 
Quebec; and 18.1% of cooperatives and 6.5% of jobs in France. In the fields of training, 
consultancy, technical studies, the media, arts and leisure, these small groups of skilled 
young people, who were often united by prior work experience in a company where they 
mastered customer relations, helped increase the number of new cooperatives and reduce 
their average size.  
These alteƌŶatiǀe ĐoŵpaŶies eŵeƌged as ͞iŵagiŶaƌǇ pƌojeĐts of alteƌŶatiǀe soĐieties͟ 
;DesƌoĐhe, ϭϵϳϲͿ, ďased oŶ aŶ ͞assoĐiatioŶist͟ ideologǇ that ƌeǀiǀed soŵe of the ϭϵth 
century aspirations of Owen, Saint-Simon and Fourier. In their very functioning, they sought 
to aŶtiĐipate aŶ alteƌŶatiǀe eĐoŶoŵǇ ͞that ǁould ideallǇ ďƌiŶg togetheƌ ǁhat ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ 
soĐietǇ has set apaƌt͟ ;VieŶŶeǇ, ϭϵϴϬ-1982). These companies quickly renounced their 
project to change society, either abandoning economic experiments or turning towards an 
innovatory business project, tending to prefer the status of cooperative as that best suited 
to the creation and management of companies controlled by those that worked in them. 
Thus, in the 1970s, the collective entrepreneurs that were behind work cooperatives 
prefigured company rehabilitation processes seen in the following decade. 
The self-management current with its multiple ramifications could not resist progressive 
dilution. It was nourished by the social turbulence that prevailed after May 1968. However, 
opposition to the monopolization of information, professionalization and specialization of 
social functions and formalism of delegation practices, ceased to be grounded in an active 
social base. The difficulties and ambiguities of isolated experiments in an unfavourable 
atmosphere increased, and mobilization declined. However, this decline should not detract 
from the variety of experiments that resulted from it. Numerous companies were set up on 
cooperative lines, calling into question hierarchical modes of organization. Another feature 
of this dynamic was the connection established between the objectives of production and 
the means used to achieve them. Although it had not been taken into account in the 
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previous cooperative movement, in this new wave of cooperatives, the mode of internal 
organisation was considered as a guarantee of the social and environmental utility of 
production. The matter of the objectives of the business was connected to the issue of its 
functioning.  
Foƌ this ƌeasoŶ, these ŵaǇ ďe teƌŵed ͞iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶ collectives,͟5 as they advocated 
different labour relations and established a new horizon of change for themselves that went 
beyond their own limits as economic entities. They focused not only upon their own internal 
functioning but also aimed at broader action in society, postulating a connection between 
self-organization at work and the democratization of society. At first, they wanted to 
practise direct forms of democracy and were not satisfied with the representative models 
embraced in the cooperative statute. In addition, given the nature of the goods and services 
offered, they also aimed to preserve the environment and reduce inequalities. This was the 
case with studies offices dedicated to the new energies and to shops distributing biological 
products, and also with research associations, legal and management centres, and 
cooperatives dedicated to consultancy or training, whose aim was to place expert 
knowledge at the disposal of as ŵaŶǇ people as possiďle, so as to Đoŵďat the ͞aďuses of 
kŶoǁledge͟ ;De Certeau, 1980). Though they did not trace the outline of an alternative 
economy, these intervention collectives created ruptures and raised issues that would be 
taken up again by the neoliberal wave of the 1980s. Despite everything, they would 
influence the initiatives that appeared later, hybrids inspired by the self-management 
movement and the struggle against impoverishment.  
 
Company acquisitions 
These voluntary collectives were connected to the crisis of values that affected the growth 
ŵodel of the ͞thiƌtǇ gloƌious Ǉeaƌs.͟ In the 1980s, the economic climate changed. Now, 
forced collectives, resulting from the economic crisis, began to play the most important role. 
IŶ ĐoŶtƌast ǁith the peƌiod of full eŵploǇŵeŶt aŶd ͞ǁoƌk iŶ Đƌuŵďs,͟ some industrial work 
now began to demand cognitive specialization and intelligence. This explains the adoption of 
                                                          
5
 This expression was suggested to refer to the fact that, with regard to the kind of sociological intervention 
theorized by Touraine, it is not so much the confrontation between the mobilised group and the sociologists 
that makes the meaning of the action explicit as the debates that take place within the group itself, taking into 
account that the intervention group may itself exert the right of initiative and expression in favour of 
populations deprived of access to the public space (see Corpet, 1982; Corpet, Hersent & Laville, 1986).  
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participative management, putting self-management theories at the service of business. At 
the same time, free trade and the end of the restrictions on the capital market made it 
possible to transfer production to countries with low salaries and no social protection. The 
workers of multinationals were simultaneously ordered to get involved in production and 
exposed to the threat of job loss. This paradoxical injunction was associated with a defence 
of the replacement of public regulation (considered too restrictive) by an ethical form of 
regulation resulting from the voluntary action of companies. Pressure was exerted to lower 
wages and reduce social expenses.  
With ͞Đoƌpoƌate goǀeƌŶaŶĐe͟, the staŶdaƌds of pƌofitaďilitǇ defiŶed ďǇ shaƌeholdeƌs, fƌee 
to choose their investments in the international market, as between 12 and 15% of capital, 
transformed labour into an adjustment variable. This led to a multiplication of attempts to 
convert companies into cooperatives to save production, when this was considered viable by 
workers, even when it did not satisfy the demands of the international capital market.  
After the revival inspired by the alternative ideology, the cooperative labour movement 
was profoundly affected by another wave of cooperatives, resulting from need rather than 
choice. These were worker takeovers. In Italy, despite a lack of rigorous statistics, there were 
around 1000 acquisitions between 1975 and 1985, mostly in the north of the country, in the 
textile/clothing, printing, small-scale mechanics, timber and transport sectors, which 
employed between 30 and 100 full-time workers on average. In Spain, worker takeovers not 
only took the form of cooperatives, but also limited companies of workers with employees 
holding shares in the majority capital; through the exact number is unknown, it probably 
corresponds to at least 1300 companies and 50,000 jobs. In France, between 1978 and 1983 
(a period of unrivalled expansion of this dynamic), takeovers accounted for between 37 and 
61%, depending on the year, of all new cooperative jobs. These were the countries most 
marked by the phenomenon. In the United Kingdom, Germany and Denmark, takeovers 
were considerably less significant, with 90, 13 and 14 in each of these countries respectively 
in 1986.  
Considering the new profit standards of the international capital market, there were 
various ways in which a company could, nevertheless, remain profitable without attracting 
private investors. Employees thus found themselves confronted with the need to reorganise 
to make failing businesses profitable, sometimes using industrial reconversion projects. 
Takeovers were thus a logical reaction to more selective choices on the part of capital 
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holdeƌs, ďut suffeƌed fƌoŵ a pooƌ ͞ďƌaŶd iŵage,͟ largely as a result of the politicization and 
media attention given to some cases. These
6
 tended to be companies with over 100 
eŵploǇees, ǁheƌe ǁoƌkeƌs͛ poǁeƌ ǁas stƌoŶglǇ delegated iŶ tƌade uŶioŶs, ǁhiĐh detƌaĐted 
from more successful acquisitions, mostly smaller companies in less capital-intensive sectors 
with highly skilled staff, where performance was connected to quality of work. These were 
the companies in which employees were most directly involved in the acquisition process, a 
decision that was not taken by the respective trade union leaders alone, even when they 
became managers of those companies. For example, in France, 63% of the cooperative 
model takeovers effected in 1981 were still operating five years later, a percentage that is 
better than the figure shown by all small and medium companies, of which over half 
disappeared during the first three years of trading. However, takeovers continued to be 
perceived as synonymous with failure, as public opinion was marked by resounding 
bankruptcies, such as that suffered by Manufrance.  
In no country except Italy has the cooperative movement been able to construct an 
industrial sector from takeovers (and in that country the phenomenon is probably explained 
by the former strength of the movement). Attempts on the part of the state or trade unions 
to instrumentalize the work cooperative as a means of safeguarding large-scale employment 
changed suddenly, both in France with the union of the left, and in England under Tony 
Benn. Nevertheless, after these obstacles had been removed, less voluntaristic and more 
detailed accords were made between public entities, unions and cooperatives.  
Some were introduced at national level, such as alterations in social security and 
unemployment insurance regulations, destined to encourage the unemployed to start 
ďusiŶesses. Eǆaŵples of these ǁeƌe the ͞eŶteƌpƌise alloǁaŶĐe sĐheŵe͟ iŶ the UŶited 
Kingdom, and programmes to create advantages for company acquisitions in France and 
Spain. Local and regional authorities also increased their intervention in the economy to 
support businesses in their respective territories. Thus, in the United Kingdom, in 1986, 
around 80 cooperative support organizations received local government funding, particularly 
from Labour authorities. In France, decentralization facilitated the economic intervention of 
local authorities.  
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 Amongst the most well-known are: The Scottish Daily News, KME and Méridien in the United Kingdom (known 
as the ͞BeŶŶ͟ Đoopeƌatiǀes, afteƌ the Laďouƌ ŵiŶisteƌ ǁho gaǀe theŵ his suppoƌtͿ, Cleŵs iŶ ItalǇ aŶd TƌiĐofil iŶ 
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Finally, certain trade unions went as far as redefining their relations with the cooperative 
movement. In Italy, the number of acquisitions consolidated was also due to the fact that 
the main unions, already associated with different cooperative federations in accordance 
with their respective political inclinations, committed themselves even further, signing an 
agreement in 1985 with the cooperative federations about the nature and volume of public 
support necessary for cooperatives and the joint efforts required to achieve that goal. In 
Quebec, the Confederation of National Trade Unions set up a consultancy group in 1986 to 
provide support in the domain of management to cooperative projects and to faĐilitate ͞the 
passage from formal democracy to participative management in daily operations.͟ However, 
in most countries, union support occurred semi-clandestinely at local level. These examples 
contrast, then, with the failure of the previous widely publicized centralised support policies.  
It is not only Europe that saw company takeovers. In many South American countries, 
affected by closures within the context of strategic reorientations by multinationals, there 
ǁeƌe ŵaŶǇ iŶstaŶĐes of ͞ƌeĐoǀeƌed ďusiŶesses͟ ;as theǇ aƌe Đalled iŶ AƌgeŶtiŶa, oŶe of the 
countries where the phenomenon was most widespread). These companies aimed to both 
create employment and stimulate worker participation. While in Europe these acquisitions 
usually occurred after the period when self-management was the word of the day, in South 
America they were inseparable from a revival of the self-management initiative. Despite this, 
they experienced the same difficulties as European acquisitions. Although there were some 
economic successes, the initial enthusiasm was tempered by subcapitalization and by the 
technological obsolescence suffered by traditional industries such as textiles and footwear.  
 
The rediscovery of the popular economy 
The takeovers undertaken in the name of self-management, at a moment when this subject 
had already been abandoned in European debate, were part of a dynamic of large-scale 
updating of the popular economy. Despite the hopes invested in them, the spheres of the 
state and the export-oriented market did not permit wage integration to the extent seen in 
the North; there were entire sectors of the population deprived of access to formal 
employment circuits. In South America, between 1925 and 1950, the urban population had 
grown by 12% and non-agricultural employment increased by 87%. On the other hand, from 
1950 to 1960, the creation of non-agricultural jobs was less than the growth of the urban 
population (59% and 46% respectively, dropping to 47% and 40% between 1960 and 1970). 
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With the dictatorships and authoritarian regimes that interrupted the democratic 
experiments of the 1950s and 1960, not to mention the debt crisis and social deregulation 
that followed, a large sector of the active population was excluded from the formal economy 
(as much as half in a country such as Brazil). Once more, this population survived thanks to 
community-based forms of solidarity. The informal economy served as a refuge for 35% of 
the active population, according to estimates for Latin America. In this heterogeneous 
context, many commercial activities were left at the mercy of the outsourcing strategies of 
capitalist companies (some of which were illegal and used extreme violence). However, 
there was another part that formed a popular response to a difficult economic situation. As 
had happened almost two centuries earlier, the growth in more associative forms 
corresponded to an affirmation of solidarity in the perpetuation of habitual cooperation 
within primary groups. Labour was organized on the basis of collective mobilization, and the 
democratic management of projects was inseparably connected to survival.  
Based on mutual help and shared ownership of the means of production, these popular 
associations included manufacturing workshops;
7
 organizations of the unemployed who 
sought work collectively; community food groups, such as collective kitchens and vegetable 
gardens; organizations dedicated to problems of housing, electricity and drinking water; pre-
cooperative self-building organizations, and associations for the provision of healthcare and 
cultural services to the collectivity. Santiago, Chile (where 25% of the work force operated 
within the popular economy) saw, over the course of ten years, a decline in food groups 
(from 54% to 9% of popular economy organizations), a growth in production workshops 
(from 53% to 68%) and the development of activities to satisfy other needs beyond those 
necessary for mere survival (housing, health, education, etc.), as well as horizontal and 
vertical integration to reduce the isolation of the associations. Studies carried out in the 
whole of Chile show that the popular economy involved almost half of the active population 
and that 70% of workers did not wish to change, revealing an attachment to a particular way 
of life. These initiatives can be seen not only in Chile, but also in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay. They are supported by black and indigenous movements 
(Alvarez et al., 1998: 333), as occurs in the countries of the Andes, where the principles of 
Indian organization are reactivated to generate original development models, such as the UN 
prize-winning Nasa project in Colombia. In this country, as in others, one of the most 
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illustrative examples is that of the waste recycling companies. In Colombia, there are around 
300,000 people (1% of the population) living off waste collection, of whom 50,000 are in 
Bogota. These people are victims of the formal and informal intermediaries to whom they 
resell, as well as suffering from a form of social contempt that assimilates them to the 
rubbish that they collect in the street. The creation of cooperatives, from 1987 onwards, 
resulted from a reaction against this ostracism. They aimed to fight dispersal and direct 
competition with intermediaries through an economic organization that could put them in a 
stronger position. In addition, these cooperatives also aimed to combat exclusion through a 
social, political and cultural organization that gave access to rights. This dynamic led to the 
grouping, in 1990, of the Bogota Recycling Association, on regional level, with the North 
Coast Association, and in 1991, on national level, with the National Recyclers Association, 
which brought together 88 of the 94 cooperatives, representing 10% of the population living 
off waste collection.  
AŶotheƌ sigŶifiĐaŶt eǆaŵple is the LaŶdless ‘uƌal Woƌkeƌs͛ MoǀeŵeŶt ;M“TͿ iŶ Bƌazil, 
which came into being in 1984. In 2000, 250,000 families reappropriated unoccupied lands 
that were unproductive. There were then around 50 farming cooperatives involving 2300 
families and around 30 service cooperatives benefitting 12,000 families. Alongside the 
͞“ettleƌs͛ Cooperative “Ǉsteŵ͟, theƌe aƌe huŶdƌeds of pƌoduĐeƌs͛ assoĐiatioŶs opeƌatiŶg as 
bodies through which credits can be received. There are 1800 primary schools with 3800 
teachers and 150,000 pupils, 1200 nursery school teachers and 250 crèches.  
These two examples have been assessed differently. As regards the recycling 
cooperatives in Colombia, the employee status acquired by workers, which grants them a 
uniform, social security, insurance and integration into a collective, has the effect of 
improving lives and work, helping these people escape what would otherwise be a form of 
social apartheid. However, the development of the cooperatives has been beset by 
problems of all kinds. These include the traditional individualism of the culture; the 
delimitation of responsibilities with non-governmental organisations, whose support is 
indispensable, but whose intervention may be perceived by members as interference; the 
confrontation with a process of privatization and rationalization of waste collection that 
offers opportunities while at the same time running the risk of benefitting larger companies; 
the resulting need for alliances with the private sector and the associated risks of re-
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absorption. As a manager of Rescatar (one of the main cooperatives) observed in a national 
meeting: 
This is a globalized economy, it is universal. The same privatizations that are taking place in 
Colombia are taking place in Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru [...]. We are entering the twenty-first 
century, but we are stuck with the tools of 1900. We are one hundred years behind! We are 
competing in unequal conditions, with pushcarts and carriages, while the large firms own 
American or European trucks that cost two hundred million pesos. We cannot go on 
competing like this. […] we have got to learn how to develop new projects. (qtd. by Rodriguez, 
2002)  
The MST, for its part, attracts controversy. This is due to its syncretism, in which the 
enthusiasm for agrarian refoƌŵ aŶd a ͞Đlassless soĐietǇ,͟ influenced by liberation theology 
and the Castro revolution, goes hand in hand with adhesion to traditional values of land, 
family and religion. The MST provokes both fascination and distrust as regards ideological 
͞eŶĐhaŶtŵeŶt͟ aŶd the ͞ĐaŶoŶizatioŶ͟ of collective action. The remarkable mobilization 
that it has brought about, amplified through its key role in the iŶteƌŶatioŶal ŵoǀeŵeŶt ͞Via 
Campesina,͟ has been questioned from the point of view of centralized control of its internal 
debates. Zander Navarro refers to a ͞ŵoďilization without emancipation͟ of power by the 
control of financial resources and scorn for democracy – to which Martins de Carvalho 
retorts that the MST is a movement in construction, and that it not so much a mass social 
organization as a network of marginalized peasants from Latin America. For this author, 
present practices are explained by the discovery of new cultural codes, through flows of 
information and symbols, which, despite errors, forge an autonomous social identity.8 
Emancipation is real, he argues, for many actors that were formerly illiterate but are now 
involved in a process of popular education.  
The new wave of the popular economy has consequently been the target of controversial 
analyses. One point of reference is ‘azeto͛s Đontribution (1993), which stresses 
consolidation and democratization of economic practices, anchored in a community fabric, 
but effecting the reorganisation of that same fabric. Quijano (1998) is less optimistic, 
considering that individualism is imposing itself in grassroots organizations and that action is 
a result of need rather than solidarity. For this author, there really is a compromise, within 
those organizations, between the logic of capital and that of reciprocity, which constitutes 
an undeniable, though insufficient, specificity. These organizations are too dependent for us 
                                                          
8
 See the debate between the two: Z. Navarro, 2002: 189-232 and H. Martins de Carvalho, 2002: 233-260. 
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to be able to speak, as Coraggio does (1999), of a labour economy that is opposed to the 
economy of capital.  
In any case, the diversity of interpretations proves that the popular economy can no 
longer be understood as an archaic or temporary phenomenon, destined to disappear, 
aĐĐoƌdiŶg to the ͞iron laǁ͟ of Đapitalist deǀelopŵeŶt. The ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of the eǆisteŶĐe of 
popular economic knowledge becomes unequivocal from the moment that research is 
launched to understand the internal rationality of the initiatives. Even though these 
initiatives have not completely managed to escape marginal status, at least they are no 
longer limited to the mere management of extreme poverty. However, it is also true that 
many questions remain unanswered about the capabilities of this economy to get beyond 
the stage of simply reproducing living conditions to achieve the level of broader 
reproduction, or to move from the survival and subsistence level to certain forms of 
accumulation. There is a tension in the popular economy between technical efficiency and 
the dynamics of solidarity, between educating participants (many of whom are illiterate) and 
respect for the initial values that explain their commitment.  
In any case, the perspective that once confounded this with the informal economy has 
now changed. Today, the grounds of the popular economy are considered to be deserving of 
attention. This recent interest results from legitimisation and puts pressure on public 
authorities to confer full rights to this economy. In this context, there are already non-
governmental organizations sensitized to the subject and active in the area, and university 
networks have also been set up in some countries, such as Peru, Mexico, Argentina, 
Colombia and Uruguay. However, it is Brazil that has advanced most in this domain. Since 
ϭϵϴϬ, ͞Caƌitas͟ has fiŶaŶĐed thousaŶds of ͞alteƌŶatiǀe ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ pƌojeĐts͟; in 1999, the 
CeŶtƌal Woƌkeƌs͛ Union (Central Única dos Trabalhadores or CUT) began to commit itself 
strongly through its Solidarity Development Agency (ADS). Dedicated to training and the 
dissemination of information amongst both union militants and cooperatives, this agency 
ǁas set up iŶ paƌtŶeƌship ǁith ͞UŶitƌaďalho,͟ which groups over 80 universities; it led to the 
creation of the University Network of Technological Incubators of Popular Cooperatives 
(ITCP), which helps launch cooperatives and associated production groups.  
The popular economy has thus regained a visibility in recent years that had been lost. 
While ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs ƌeŵaiŶ teŶuous ďetǁeeŶ the ͞self-ŵaŶaged͟ ďusiŶesses that ƌesulted 
from industrial bankruptcies and the new cooperatives offering services (such as cleaning, 
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recycling, artistic production, training, etc.), various church, union and university groups 
today support the popular economy, together with various movements aimed at 
emancipation and the defence of rights, such as ecological organizations.  
In these expressions of the popular economy, what is at stake is in fact an accentuation of 
its public dimension. According to Hirschman (1971), in the popular economy initiatives of 
Latin America, the fight for better living conditions is intrinsically linked to the fight for the 
rights of citizenship. This struggle oscillates between protests and self-resolution of 
problems, without separating material questions from questions relating to living conditions 
and co-eǆisteŶĐe. IŶ the ǁoƌds of “ĐholŶik ;ϭϵϴϰ: ϮϴͿ, ͞it is a diffeƌeŶt ǁaǇ of doiŶg politiĐs.͟ 
The same point is made by ǁoŵeŶ͛s͛ gƌoups opposed to the diĐhotoŵy between public and 
private, production and reproduction, which allocates unpaid jobs to women that use up 
two thirds of their respective work time, while two thirds of meŶ͛s ǁoƌk tiŵe is 
remunerated. HistoƌiĐallǇ, ǁoŵeŶ͛s ĐoŶfiŶeŵeŶt to aŶ oǀeƌlooked doŵestic economy 
explains their physical and symbolic underrepresentation in the public sphere. Women are in 
the majority in popular initiatives because they consider that these collective initiatives 
might help identify and contextualise their needs, so that they can express them and bring 
them into the public sphere. Given the failure of standardised universal measures, these 
initiatives are a means of consolidating rights and translating them into capacities for action, 
thanks to the collective, which is a resource for developing self-confidence, relieving the 
weight of responsibilities assumed in the family sphere and reconciling them with a 
commitment to social justice. These collective actions aim first and foremost to be pragmatic 
responses to the problems of daily life. However, they also formulate societal and 
environmental claims, establishing a link with ecological feminism in opposition to a 
materialist and economicist conception of wealth that assimilates domestic knowledge to 
͞iŶŶate͟ qualities, to ͞altƌuisŵ͟ aŶd feŵale ͞oďligatioŶs.͟  
 
2. Some local and international initiatives 
The experiences of the South in the sphere of the popular economy have provided the 
impulse for a shift in attitudes to proximity activities that involve caring for others, including 
a more equal distribution of these tasks and heightened awareness as to the wealth that they 
generate. In this plane, they are very close to activities undertaken in the North under the 
name of proximity services.  
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Proximity services 
In the Scandinavian countries, there are new organizations that operate quite differently 
from traditional associations. Diverging from the hegemonic cultural and political approach 
of the 1970s, these organizations proposed new organizational forms and solutions to local 
social problems in the 1980s (Klausen & Selle, 1996: 99-122). These included publicly 
supported oƌgaŶizatioŶs kŶoǁŶ as ͞pƌojeĐt pƌoŵoteƌs͟ iŶ DeŶŵaƌk, ǁhose ŵissioŶ ǁas to 
encourage citizens to shoulder responsibilities in social policies on a voluntary basis. In 
“ǁedeŶ, ǁoŵeŶ͛s gƌoups set up shelteƌs aŶd ĐouŶselliŶg seƌǀiĐes foƌ ǀiĐtiŵs of doŵestiĐ 
violence, which led to over half the town councils implementing public initiatives providing 
suppoƌt foƌ ǁoŵeŶ. Also iŶ the ϭϵϴϬs, paƌeŶts͛ gƌoups ďegaŶ to oƌgaŶise ĐhildĐaƌe faĐilities, 
because, in their view, the public services were not responding to all their needs, neither 
quantitatively nor qualitatively, given the standardized functioning of crèches. The social 
democrat government granted these childcare cooperatives the right to be 85% financed by 
public funds. Later, in 1991, all restrictions were lifted regarding the legal status of the 
organizations working in this field. 15% of children under school age are now in non-
municipal crèches, of which the majority are parent-run cooperatives. Others are work 
cooperatives or associations (Pestoff, 1998, 2004). Indeed, in this context, cooperatives and 
associations participated not only in the reorganization of existing services but also in the 
creation of new ones. The ͞ĐoopeƌatizatioŶ͟ ;LoƌeŶdahl, ϭϵϵϳͿ of soĐial seƌǀiĐes is pƌiŵaƌilǇ 
a way of increasing the role of users, as in the case of the parent-run crèches, and was 
accepted under the pressure of the financial constraints affecting the public sector.  
In the United Kingdom, in the 1990s, associations representing cultural minorities and the 
disabled developed radical approaches that stimulated user participation in the organization 
of the services aimed at them, thereby countering what their spokespersons called the 
paternalism of the authorities and the blindness of the market. In local development, there 
appeaƌed gƌassƌoots ͞ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͟ appƌoaĐhes, suĐh as the ͞ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ tƌaŶspoƌt 
assoĐiatioŶ͟ ;ŶatioŶallǇ ƌeĐogŶised as the ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe oƌgaŶ of gƌoups that Đaŵe togetheƌ 
to compensate for the lack of special needs transport), ͞ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ eŶteƌpƌises͟ ;Ŷuŵeƌous 
iŶ “ĐotlaŶdͿ, ͞ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ fouŶdatioŶs͟ aŶd ͞ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ deǀelopŵeŶt tƌusts͟. All these 
initiatives took place in urban and rural areas where the market economy was in decline. 
They aimed to induce a new dynamic in these areas, developed within the population itself. 
In the area of environmental protection, over 3000 projects were developed by 
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͞gƌouŶdǁoƌk tƌusts͟ ǁith loĐal people paƌtiĐipatiŶg iŶ their design and implementation in 
partnership with ecological associations, local groups and companies. In childcare, 
͞plaǇgƌoups͟ ǁeƌe oƌgaŶised foƌ sŵall ĐhildƌeŶ oŶ a paƌt-time basis. These parent-run 
organisations developed in reaction to the lack of supply, and by 1998 there were 18,000, 
accounting for 19% of vacancies available for children under five (Taylor, 2004).  
IŶ GeƌŵaŶǇ aŶd Austƌia, ŵutual help iŶitiatiǀes ƌefleĐted people͛s desiƌe to take 
responsibility. These could be divided into three subsectors: semi-informal groups, self-help 
groups (i.e., groups of people affected by the same problem) and groups that defended the 
causes of certain sectors of the population though without belonging to those groups 
themselves. These were mainly voluntary, with paid professional work playing only a 
complementary role. There were 70,000 initiatives of this kind in Germany, involving around 
2.65 million people (Evers et al., 1999). From the 1980s onwards, they multiplied, 
particularly in the areas of healthcare and social work, with 5,000 to 10,000 groups 
operating in healthcare alone. These organizations took root in a spirit of criticism of the 
bureaucracy of public services and large-scale welfare organizations. This led to the 
appearance of new local organizations. In Vienna, for example, childcare for 65,000 children 
was secured half by public service and half by associations, either traditional or resulting 
from these grassroots initiatives (Leichsenring, 1997).  
In France and Belgium, new forms of association also appeared, in recognition of the fact 
that lack of profit did not in itself guarantee user respect. In this context, associations, for a 
long time the main service providers, enjoyed a near local monopoly. They gradually opened 
up to competition and many tried to improve their performance by implementing business 
management models, such as the use of marketing tools. However, while this 
standardization yielded poor results,9 other associations made an effort to find a specific 
niche, developing initiatives that emerged around an approach that did not confuse the user 
with the consumer. These innovations, whether renewing old associations or creating new 
ones, took the practice of original associative functioning as their central challenge. 
According to their promoters, the long-teƌŵ legitiŵaĐǇ of the assoĐiatioŶs͛ seƌǀiĐes 
depeŶded upoŶ these oƌgaŶizatioŶs͛ aďilitǇ to eŶĐouƌage useƌ paƌtiĐipatioŶ, iŶ HiƌĐhsŵaŶ͛s 
sense of using ͞voice͟ (Pestoff, 1998), as well as mobilizing volunteers and finding 
                                                          
9
 For a demonstration of the perverse effects of the administrative professionalization of associations, see the 
introduction in Laville & Sainsaulieu (1997).  
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appropriate financial equilibrium in a less protected sector. In France, one example of these 
innovations was childcare establishments involving parental participation. These started off 
as ͞crèches sauvages͟ ;͞ǁild ĐƌğĐhes͟Ϳ, ǁhiĐh ďƌoke ǁith the tƌaditioŶal ŵediĐalizatioŶ, 
separation and specialization of the collective forms of childcare, achieving recognition in 
1981. Their development was marked by two trends. The first was the enlargement of the 
categories of initiators. Many establishments were started by professionals that wanted to 
be self-employed, or upon the initiative of local groups or institutions. The second was the 
expansion of the target public. Having begun as a specifically urban (even Parisian) 
phenomenon, the parental crèche movement spread due to its pliancy. It diversified to 
include part-time childcare without the need for exorbitant investment, costing a third less 
than other collective structures on average.  
The breadth of the phenomenon of proximity services might appear modest. However, 
they began to be recognised at national level in experimental social and economic policies, 
suĐh as the ͞Ǉouth joďs͟ pƌogƌaŵŵe iŶ FƌaŶĐe. At EuƌopeaŶ leǀel, the ͞ǁhite ďook͟ ;aŶ EC 
ƌefleĐtioŶ papeƌ foƌ the Ϯϭst ĐeŶtuƌǇͿ ǁas the fiƌst to ŵeŶtioŶ theŵ, aŶŶouŶĐiŶg ͞thƌee 
ŵillioŶ Ŷeǁ joďs͟ that Đould ďe shaƌed ͞eƋuallǇ aŵoŶgst the proximity services, the 
iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt of liǀiŶg ĐoŶditioŶs aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt pƌoteĐtioŶ͟ ;European Commission, 
1993: 13). The surveys carried out by the Commission defined the areas of activity of what 
ǁas kŶoǁŶ as ͞pƌoǆiŵitǇ seƌǀiĐes͟ iŶ FƌeŶĐh-speaking countƌies aŶd ͞loĐal deǀelopŵeŶt aŶd 
employment iŶitiatiǀes͟, usiŶg the ŵoƌe ĐoŶseŶsual EuƌopeaŶ UŶioŶ teƌŵiŶologǇ ;JoueŶ, 
1995). Four large fields are listed (European Commission, 1995, 1996): everyday services 
(domestic help, childcare, information and communication technologies); services aimed at 
improving living conditions (housing, safety, local collective transport, the enhancement of 
urban public spaces, proximity commerce, the valorisation of the cultural heritage, cultural 
development, sport); and environmental services (waste management, water management, 
protection and maintenance of natural zones, regulation, pollution control and the 
corresponding facilities).10  
Originating with the restructuring of social services, proximity services could not get away 
from the fact that one of the main causes of the growing inequalities was the rise in 
unemployment and exclusion. Thus, insertion services were developed by economic activity, 
with the main objective of finding employment for people in difficulties; the choice of 
                                                          
10
 For a summary of local initiatives in Europe, see Gardin & Laville (2000) and Gardin (2006). 
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activity was made in accordance with its capacity to offer access to salaried work. The 
greatest problem with the services set up to further insertion was to promote this aim 
without participating in the extension of derogatory statutes to common law, which 
accentuated the decline of the salaried workforce by instituting a second job market. These 
initiatives aiming at economic insertion combined social support with the quest for 
economic efficiency, and as such were pioneers in active policies related to job markets. 
They osĐillated ďetǁeeŶ a siŵple ͞“AS͟ ;simplified joint-stock company) function, in the 
sense of the market economy, and a desire to associate people involved in the management 
of a production entity. The aim pursued was either a simple provision of insertion, limited to 
providing training to future employees of private companies and teaching them the rules of 
discipline, or was, more broadly, to include them as full-rights subjects and economic 
actors.11  
These experiments may be grouped together on the grounds that they propose a new 
concept of services for people. Services organized iŶ this ǁaǇ ŵaǇ ďe teƌŵed ͞pƌoǆiŵitǇ 
services,͟ if we understand proximity not only in spatial or temporal terms, but concerning 
the subjectivity of actors. Proximity may obviously take the form of neighbourhood, 
because, in most cases, the services are provided over a restricted area and are able to 
swiftly respond to user demand. However, this proximity should not be confused with the 
concept of neighbourhood. Proximity is defined by the fact of being felt, experienced and 
internalized by the actors. Instead of each person trying to cope with their daily problems 
individually in the private sphere, proximity services propose to deal with them by opening 
up the private sphere to the public sphere. At first, there may be only a few people that 
begin to broach matters amongst themselves that they have not spoken of previously. But 
when the discussion starts to include these multiform realities, supply and demand can be 
adjusted. 
For all these reasons, despite differences of context, some aspects of the popular 
economy, described above for the societies of the South, are also present in proximity 
services. If we do not limit needs to material needs, what is at stake is fundamental aspects 
in the process of formation and reproduction of a human society. This is clearly not about 
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 For a summary of the paradoxes of insertion, based on the French case, see Eme (2005). An overview of 
initiatives at international level is provided by Defourny, Favreau & Laville (1997) and Nyssens (2006); the 
diversity of insertion initiatives in Europe is detailed, mentioning different scenarios.  
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subsistence but rather about equality of access and respect for human rights in services. 
However, it is in fact a feeling of belonging that leads to involvement, even if there is no 
inherited identity, but only an identity constructed through collective action. The equality of 
members constitutes the rule, even when experiments are less connected to a type of actor 
than to a negotiation between various types of actors (users, salaried workers, volunteers, 
etc). 
The powerful convergence between the contemporary popular economy of the South 
and proximity services of the North has to do with the valorisation of knowledge connected 
to the provision of services. In proximity services, there is a deconstruction of the gap 
ďetǁeeŶ pƌiǀate aŶd puďliĐ, ǁhiĐh does Ŷot ĐoƌƌespoŶd to ǁoŵeŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐes aŶd 
neglects the skills of education and mediation involved in affective work that contributes to 
the wellbeing of children, dependents or the sick (Folbre, 1997).12 As in the South, it is 
important, primarily, to remember that this care was traditionally provided by the family, 
and within the family, by women. Against such gendered division of labour, it is important to 
argue that these activities are crucial and ground the meaning of life in society. Rather than 
creating a dissociation and hierarchization between economic, political and domestic space, 
with men at the centre of the first two and women in the third, like an enclave, adoption of 
the perspective of a decent life and human welfare leads us to affiƌŵ that ͞it is iŵpossiďle to 
choose not to care or not to ǁoƌk͟ ;Leǁis, ϮϬϬϯͿ. Caƌe ĐaŶŶot, theƌefoƌe, ďe totallǇ 
outsourced to the state or the market, as this would not take account of the 
intergenerational transmission of skills, instrumentalizing them in the name of job creation, 
without assessing the respective anthropological substratum. Care services are therefore a 
public asset, and ensuring their provision presupposes, on the one hand, a sharing of 
responsibilities among not only family and public authorities, but also the market and civil 
society, and on the other, a sharing of intra-family responsibilities between men and 
women, presupposing equal opportunities in the job market. This sharing should be debated 
in the framework of a reflective society where political problems are also matters of 
everyday life and gender relations.13 
 
 
                                                          
12
 It is the issue of ͞Đaƌe͟ that is ƌaised heƌe.  
13
 For an in-depth exploration, see Guérin (2003; 2007: 282-304). 
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Fair trade 
Proximity services are consequently part of this long history of local initiatives that goes back 
to the popular economy. The greatest novelty, on the other hand, was the appearance of 
initiatives developed in the North and South. If the responses were comparable, this was 
because the neoliberal policies implemented in the South, whose content was summed up in 
the Washington consensus (great openness to international competition, increased recourse 
to market mechanisms to the detriment of public regulation and privatization of public 
services), also impregnated public choices in the North. 
From the beginning of the 1980s, international financial institutions began to condemn 
industrial and social policies as ineffective, giving priority to economic liberalization, reform 
of public finances and privatization of healthcare services. The search by governments for 
ways of restoring growth received a universal response, according to the Washington 
consensus: increased recourse to market mechanisms free of state regulation; minimum 
public intervention; marked openness to international competition. The World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund gained importance by making their support dependent on the 
so-called structural adjustment policies. The corollary of this was that the increase in social 
differences, unemployment and poverty within each country became as sensitive as the 
growth in social inequality at world level.  
The countries of the South, dominated by oligarchies connected to the elites of the North, 
have long opted for a mode of development that is dependent upon the export of raw 
materials and farming products. Since its creation in 1994, the World Trade Organization has 
accentuated the deterioration of the terms of trade, because the prices of these products 
tend to increase more slowly than the prices of industrial products in the North. This 
commercial openness, unaccompanied by any binding social and environmental regulations 
in international legislation and combined with austerity measures at national level, affected 
many hundreds of thousands of peasants throughout the world, primarily because the 
reduction of public intervention proved selective. The maintenance of strong subsidies 
enabled rich countries to export at such low prices that they brought about the 
disappearance of local producers. At the same time, a series of technical requirements were 
set up, such as customs barriers against imports. In reality, countries have unequal 
negotiating powers, and multinationals interfere in international agreements, controlling half 
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of world production and two thirds of world trade.14 According to the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), international trade is 82% controlled by countries home to 
only a fifth of the world population, while the countries of the poorest fifth control less than 
1%. Developing countries participate in around 30% of international trade of goods and have 
even less of a presence in services and financial flows. 
It was against these injustices, guaranteed (if not actually increased) by international 
institutions, that fair trade was established. This aims to oblige commercial relations to have 
respect for producers and for the environment. According to FINE, an association of four 
international fair trade networks, ͞Fair trade organizations, backed by consumers, are 
engaged actively in supporting producers, awareness raising and in campaigning for changes 
in the rules and practice of conventional international trade.͟15 Resulting from the encounter 
between representatives of the South, who demanded that development aid be converted 
into fair trading practices, and ecological and human rights associations in the North, fair 
trade established two aims from the outset: 
 To improve the life of small producers in the South, marginalized for lack of financial 
resources and experience, by creating commercialization channels for their 
agricultural produce and handicrafts to consumers in the North that wish to 
contribute to a greater solidarity between North and South;  To set up a network of consumers by raising public awareness about the injustices of 
the rules of international trade and by carrying out actions targeting political and 
economic decision-makers. (Ritimo-Solagral, 1998: 15)  
The first form of intervention was the direct sale of handicrafts and agricultural produce 
fƌoŵ the “outh thƌough the ͞Woƌld “hops͟, ǁhiĐh appeaƌed iŶ the NetheƌlaŶds iŶ ϭϵϲϵ, oŶ 
the initiative of associations and cooperatives of international solidarity. There are now more 
than 3500 shops in 18 European countries, managed by 60,000 volunteers and 4000 paid 
workers. Their growth rate is 20% per year, though national disparities remain (for instance, 
the turnover in Holland is 500 times higher than in France). The products are imported by 
͞AlteƌŶatiǀe TƌadiŶg OƌgaŶizatioŶs͟ ;ATOͿ. The fiƌst of these puƌĐhasiŶg ĐeŶtƌes ǁas set up 
                                                          
14
 As Agir ici ƌeǀeals, ϳϬ% of “eŶegal͛s ĐhiĐkeŶ faƌŵiŶg ;foƌ ŵeat ĐoŶsuŵptioŶͿ disappeaƌed due to the ŵass 
importation of chicken pieces from Europe (CaŵpagŶe “Agiƌ iĐi͟, No. ϲϴ, OĐtoďeƌ ϮϬϬϰͿ. 
15
 Quoted iŶ ͞EFTA, JoiŶiŶg Faiƌ Tƌade FoƌĐes,͟ EFTA, February 2006. http://www.european-fair-trade-
association.org/efta/Doc/What.pdf.  
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by Oxfam in 1964; today, there are more than 100, and the 12 most important are members 
of the European Fair Trade Association (EFTA) set up in 1990. EFTA imports 60% of equitable 
products into Europe from 800 groups of producers from the South, that is, from 46 different 
countries, representing 800,000 families (around 5 million people). Its role is to guarantee 
respect for certain criteria in purchases and in relations with producers: the establishment of 
long-lasting relationships and pre-financing of production; limitation of speculative 
intermediaries; control of social and ecological conditions of production; support for local 
development projects; information about the functioning of the international market; the 
paǇŵeŶt of a ͞faiƌ pƌiĐe͟, ǁhiĐh takes Đosts iŶto aĐĐouŶt aŶd guaƌaŶtees a ƌeasoŶaďle 
standard of living. Since 1994, fifteen federations of world shops from 13 countries have 
come together in the Network of European World Shops (NEWS!) to harmonize national 
progress, help in the coordination of that progress and organize European awareness 
campaigns, targeting not only consumers but also public authorities.  
In 1988, the Max Havelaar initiative appeared in the Netherlands to expand trade. Its aim, 
which was embraced in many countries, including France, was to ensure the equitability of 
products by attributing a label. In fact, this was a certification, as under French legislation the 
label itself presupposes the existence of specifications for each product, issued by an 
independent controller, as well as an approval document from public authorities. Soon, more 
than 16 other national associations had appeared in Europe, North America and Japan. In 
ϭϵϵϳ, these assoĐiatioŶs pƌoǀided the iŵpulse foƌ the ͞Faiƌ Tƌade LaďelliŶg OƌgaŶizatioŶs 
IŶteƌŶatioŶal͟ ;FLO International) to homogenise standards per product type, support and 
reinforce producer organisations and facilitate access to commercialization for their 
products. FLO International covers nine sectors (coffee, tea, cocoa, sugar, rice, honey, fresh 
fruit, fruit juice and footballs) and involves 357 producer organizations in 46 countries of the 
South (around 800,000 families). The products are sold at 70,000 points-of-sale, including 50 
of the main distribution chains and 33,000 medium-sized supermarkets.  
Thus, initiatives vary, depending upon whether direct sales or certification is preferred. 
This is reflected in different strategies with regard to consumers. The importer-distributors, 
like the world shops, react against a kind of trade in which producer and consumer do not 
know each other. What is important is to dominate the sector in order to better remunerate 
the producer and recover the human and cultural dimension of trade, enabling the buyer to 
understand the conditions under which the goods are produced. Anonymity is replaced by 
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personalization, which has meant that the reality of lifestyles in the countries of the South 
has become perceptible for consumers of the North. For certification organizations, the 
priority is not restricted to militant purchases, but rather to make fair trade known to the 
public at large, placing products at their disposal at as many points-of-sale as possible.  
There are increasingly lively tensions between these orientations. Nevertheless, 
iŶteƌŶatioŶal gƌoupiŶgs suĐh as the ͞IŶteƌŶatioŶal FedeƌatioŶ foƌ AlteƌŶatiǀe Trade,͟ founded 
in 1989, and FINE, which covers the representative organisations (FLO, IFAT, NEWS! and 
EFTA), defend the concerns common to all components of fair trade, contesting the unequal 
representation of countries in the present functioning of the WTO, the subordination of 
social and environmental rights to economic interests, and the systematic opening-up of the 
market to the detriment of food sovereignty. Alliances are made with trade unions and 
ĐoŶsuŵeƌs͛ assoĐiatioŶs16 with the aim of questioning companies about their social practices 
and the social practices of their subcontractors regarding ͞deĐeŶt͟ ǁoƌkiŶg ĐoŶditioŶs, 
according to the standards of the International Labour Organization. Campaigns are also 
organized to influence national and international legislation. 
So as not to reproduce the scheme of conventional trade, according to which the 
countries of the South are no more than suppliers for the North, it is important to include 
workers from the South in the definition of criteria, establishment of prices and assessment 
of actions. It is also important to stimulate more limited sectors, facilitating the 
implementation of forms of public regulation subject to simultaneous control by public 
authorities and local organizations of civil society. From this point of view, fair trade, 
conceived from a critique of North-South relations, extends to South-South and North-North 
dǇŶaŵiĐs. The ŵilitaŶts͛ ŵaiŶ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ is to ƌeduĐe the environmental costs connected with 
long-distance transport, and to progress towards an economy that is more self-centred in 
terms of regions or sub regions. The model of the ͞AssoĐiatioŶs pouƌ le ŵaiŶtieŶ d͛uŶe 
agƌiĐultuƌe paǇsaŶŶe͟ (associations for the preservation of peasant farming) (AMAP), in 
France, illustrates the appearance of North-North networks. In this case, a group of 
consumers makes a contract with a peasant farmer, buying his produce in advance at a 
mutually agreed price for an established period that is long enough to imply a sharing of the 
risks. Consumers meet regularly with the producer to stock up on fresh natural food, and a 
committee of volunteers ensures the functioning of the association. This new perspective, 
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 As happeŶs ǁith the ĐolleĐtiǀe ͞De l͛ĠthiƋue suƌ l͛ĠtiƋuette͟ iŶ Fƌance. 
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which corresponds to local fair trade, is also stimulated in Latin America, as can be seen in 
the ͞Latin-American Meeting on Fair Trade and Ethical Consumption in the Perspective of 
Global Solidarity,͟ held in Lima in 2001. One of the successful outcomes of this meeting was 
the Latin American Network for Community Trade (RELACC), which covers 12 countries. Its 
aim is to promote the increase in national trade by reducing intermediaries, so that 
producers, who are mostly indigenous and rural, can receive a better price for their produce. 
As for the consumers, they have access to essential products at a reasonable price. In Peru, 
over 3000 popular restaurants are supplied in this way. Another example of the South-South 
dǇŶaŵiĐ is the ͞MeǆiĐo Faiƌ Tƌade͟ laďel foƌ ĐoŵŵeƌĐialization on the national market.  
As these different examples show, the growth in fair trade has been so spectacular since 
the 1990s that it runs the risk of imploding. In fact, for some initiatives, the increased volume 
of business has been dramatic, resulting from a greater awareness of consumer power. 
Others remind us in vigorous terms that the international campaigns in defence of the rights 
of workers in the South count more than the volume of transactions. Awareness raising is as 
important as fair trade, which should achieve a sufficient threshold to interpellate world 
trade, without becoming banal.17 Despite these divergences, the impact of fair trade is 
undeniable and not limited to the sectors in which it is implanted. The questions raised by 
this trade are multiplied by those deriving from the point of view of responsible solidarity 
consumption18 and may also be transferred to other domains, and related to those that are 
formulated by equitable and solidarity tourism networks (Collombon, Barlet & Ribier, 2004). 
Liaising with other movements which act in the same direction, like microfinance, fair trade 
helps challenge the dogma of free trade.  
 
Microfinance and social currencies 
This is not a coincidence, but a reaction to the same process of deregulation. At the same 
time as fair trade began to protest about the growing marginalization of small farmers, 
means of popular funding began to be sought that could overcome the problem of banking 
eǆĐlusioŶ, ǁhiĐh affliĐts ŵaŶǇ eŶtƌepƌeŶeuƌs iŶ the ͞ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal͟ ĐiƌĐuit. PaƌtiĐularly 
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 This has led to debates about limited commercialization in world shops, given the opening-up to large-scale 
distribution, and about the balance between volunteer work and professionalization. For the French case, cf. 
the publications of the Fédération Artisans du Monde, which also publicizes those edited ďǇ the ĐolleĐtiǀe ͞De 
l͛ĠthiƋue suƌ l͛ĠtiƋuette.͟  
18
 On responsible solidarity consumption, see also Mance, 2006. 
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through the intervention of non-governmental organizations, support mechanisms have 
been created to help launch businesses.  
One of the main ones is microcredit. Conceived as part of the fight against poverty, its 
rapid success means that it is a simple tool offered as a solution to disadvantaged groups. 
World microcredit summits have enthusiastically set a target of 100 million customers; 
however, there are ambiguities, such as the reduction of the initiative to a single model, and 
the use of the theme of the initiative to foster a critique of the wage system.  
Firstly, the range of possible initiatives is reduced to the single model of the individual 
entrepreneur. The ĐapaĐitǇ foƌ iŶitiatiǀe that aƌises iŶ soĐietǇ is liŵited to a ͞ďaƌefoot 
Đapitalisŵ͟ ;De “oto, 1987) which does not distinguish the diversity of real processes. In fact, 
as revealed by research undertaken in the countries of the South, the popular economy 
cannot be interpreted in these terms. “oŵe ǁoŵeŶ͛s iŶitiatiǀes ;GuĠƌiŶ, ϮϬϬϯͿ aƌe 
symptomatic of this perspective, as they cannot be analysed according to the individual 
company model. They are generally part of a collective initiative for the improvement of daily 
life. The women that participate in them are involved in sectors connected to everyday life, 
converting their traditional knowledge into professional skills. In the North, similar initiatives 
also exist, such as neighbourhood restaurants, catering services, mediation services, etc. The 
originality of these initiatives has to do with their collective dimension, and it is the economy 
and citizenship that are at stake. Their promoters are motivated by a desire to be actors in 
their own lives and agents of social change. At present, the increasing number of business 
ventures led ďǇ ǁoŵeŶ͛s gƌoups face problems with recognition and credibility, which limits 
their implementation and durability. To recognise the capacity for innovation of ǁoŵeŶ͛s 
initiatives, like others, presupposes the integration of their forms of collective organization 
(Berger, Fraisse & Hersent, 2000).  
Another characteristic feature is that the multiplication of independent micro-businesses 
is presented as an alternative to the protectionist rules of the wage system. According to this 
analysis, state intervention, which caused a damaging rigidity, should be replaced by a 
private sector that is motivated by concerns with social welfare. Consequently, the discourse 
of microbusiness is ultimately sustained by arguments that defend state non-intervention. As 
in the 19th century, the fiction concerning the contractual equality of individuals is used to 
mask unequal power relations. However, this ideological reading is also undermined by the 
facts. In reality, experiences involving support to successful initiatives draw on relationships 
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of trust and territorialised action. Associative mediation seems, therefore, to be 
indispensable. Moreover, no experiment can today be considered entirely public or entirely 
private. While public funding is essential for associations, one way of limiting dependence 
upon it is to develop banking partnerships through guarantee funds. Solidarity credit 
mechanisms that aim to get beyond the experimental stage have chosen this path.  
Some of the organizations that have appeared in the South have consequently distanced 
themselves from the attitude that regards microcredit as a panacea. Experiments that are 
more critical of the banking system and more oriented towards combating the structural 
causes of inequality are gradually distancing themselves from microcredit to defend a more 
political and less functional position, affirming their solidarity commitment and conceiving 
their practices as a new form of collective action and public intervention (Servet, 2006: 439-
465). Solidarity microfinance systems also offer loans without previous savings, but they are 
distinguished by the type of entities supported, the operations carried out and resources 
mobilized. They are open to both collective companies and activities that have an ecological 
or social purpose, and aid in the form of credit is supplemented by other services (such as 
guarantees, risk capital, insurance etc) and investment at the project monitoring phase; they 
combine savings drain, in which subscribers may voluntarily renounce part of their 
remuneration, and participation in public funds. In short, these initiatives submit financial 
interventions to a socialization process that distinguishes them from microcredit, which is 
indifferent to the utility of production and centred on the figure of the individual 
entrepreneur. On this basis, solidarity finance has conquered the countries of the North. 
Thus, in Europe, institutions in eleven European countries have joined the European 
Federation of Ethical and Alternative Banks (FEBEA) since it was set up in 2001. The aim is to 
encourage saving and solidarity investment, primarily through favourable taxation. One 
pƌoŵoteƌ is the ͞BaŶĐa Popolaƌe EtiĐa͟ ;͞Populaƌ EthiĐal BaŶk͟Ϳ iŶ ItalǇ, a ŵeetiŶg poiŶt foƌ 
investors that want to manage their money in a more responsible and conscious way, and are 
interested in socioeconomic initiatives that subscribe to principles of sustainable human and 
social development. At the moment of depositing their money, investors can choose the 
areas of activity in which the funds will be applied: healthcare, welfare and education; social 
exclusion; environmental and heritage protection; development and international aid; fair 
trade; quality of life, promotion of sport for all and cultural initiatives.  
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Euƌope has a histoƌǇ of ͞soĐial͟ ďaŶks ĐhaƌaĐteƌised ďǇ a ĐoŶĐeƌŶ foƌ disadǀaŶtaged 
populations and territories, and a desire to make funding available for all. These are: 
municipal credit banks; mutualist and cooperative banks; savings banks in the form of public 
establishments in Luxembourg; municipal foundations in Germany; trusts in Greece and 
Portugal; non-profit establishments and cooperatives in France (Glémain, 2006). Around 54% 
of the social banks in Europe are savings banks, and 18% of the European banking market 
consists of cooperative banks (Richez-Battesti et al., 2006). More precisely, the present 
movement renews the connection with the idea of popular credit present in France in the 
ŵid ϭϵth ĐeŶtuƌǇ ǁith PƌoudhoŶ͛s eǆĐhaŶge ďaŶk pƌojeĐt, ‘affeiseŶ͛s ŵutual agƌiĐultuƌal 
credit bank and Schulze-DelitzsĐh͛s populaƌ ďaŶk iŶ GeƌŵaŶǇ, aŶd lateƌ, the ͞Đƌedit uŶioŶs͟ 
in the United Kingdom. This new connection is made through a return to original aims on the 
part of the old mutualist and cooperative banks, as well as through the appearance of new 
opeƌatoƌs. IŶ the fiƌst Đase, ǁe ĐaŶ Đite the ͞Coopeƌatiǀe BaŶk.͟ Founded in 1872, this 
seemed to have gone into unstoppable decline in 1990, when, to the great surprise of the 
cooperative movement, it reinvented itself as aŶ ͞ethiĐal ďaŶk͟ aŶd ƌesisted aŶ atteŵpt at 
demutualization on this basis (Yeo, apud Taylor, 2004: 134). In the second case, we could 
mention, in France – where only 22% of new companies obtain bank funding (Alcoléa-Bureth, 
2004: 245-292) – the case of institutions that intervene through participation in capital and 
loans at regional level, such as Femu Qui, in Corsica, or Herrikoa, in the Basque Country; and 
at national level, the Nouvelle économie Fraternelle (NEF) or the Cluďs d’iŶvestisseuƌs pour 
uŶe gestioŶ alteƌŶative et loĐale de l’épaƌgŶe (Clubs of investors for alternative local 
management of savings) (CIGALES). For the latter, the federation has enabled support from 
over 350 companies and the creation of 1800 jobs with 12 million Euros invested. As regards 
proximity and solidarity risk capital, this involves 7000 shareholders for around 6 million 
Euros and supports 650 companies. Since 1995, the association Finansol (Finance and 
Solidarity) has gathered and publicised experiments. Despite a certain heterogeneity, the 
organizations of Finansol mostly consider themselves as instruments that cannot limit 
themselves to individual aid to combat the polarization between rich and poor, and instead 
reinforce social networks, protecting the weakest and their collective actions.  
This concept of money at the service of social ties is extended in the exchange of goods, 
services and knowledge, organised through social currencies (Blanc, 2006). This is no longer a 
question of democratization of access to the official currency, but the creation of a unit of 
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calculation to be shared amongst the members of the same association. Unlike national 
currencies, social currencies, which are issued by a group of citizens that gives them a name, 
are currencies that escape state monopolies. They are designed to develop interpersonal 
relations, constituting spaces of trust where rules of trade are negotiated, which enables 
local capabilities to be valorised beyond those that are mobilized by mercantile production. 
The general idea consists of replacing contractual exchange based on individual 
independence with enrolment in a social network that aims to be convivial and in which 
multilateral exchanges can take place, creating clientele ties19 amongst all members that last 
after the transaction and encourage the renewal of alliances. Social currencies do not exist 
before the transaction; they are rights issues, and circulation, rather than hoarding, is 
eŶĐouƌaged ;foƌ eǆaŵple, ǁheŶ theǇ take the foƌŵ of ĐuƌƌeŶĐies ͞that melt,͟ i.e., when 
accumulation and retention are penalized with a reduction of value).  
These currencies had precedents. One of the most famous appeared in the 1930s in 
Austria, where a local currency was created to combat the economic depression. This 
currency was prohibited by the central bank. There were also local currencies in the 1950s in 
France and Brazil. But their contemporary expansion has been much more marked. In 1983, 
͞LoĐal EǆĐhaŶge TƌadiŶg “Ǉsteŵs͟ ;LET“Ϳ appeaƌed, iŶǀolǀiŶg, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to the scanty 
information available, over 1.5 million members spread over more than 2500 associations in 
around thirty countries, particularly in the West, Latin America and Japan.  
In particular systems, such as the Italian time banks, French local exchange systems (SEL) 
and the German Tauschringe, the national currency equivalent of the unit chosen is rejected, 
as the objective is to stimulate a different value system. Reviving notions that were in force 
in the early 19th century, put iŶto pƌaĐtiĐe iŶ OǁeŶ͛s eƋuitaďle laďouƌ eǆĐhaŶge, these 
systems transferred value and services completely to work without any kind of deduction. It 
is time spent that counts in a framework that reveals a common identity; for it to function 
dynamically, involvement in activities should be regularly repeated. To stimulate these 
egalitarian and participative relations, regular meetings are held and a spirit of playfulness is 
cultivated in the evocative names given to the monetary unit and by the frequency of the 
exchange. LETS in Anglo-Saxon countries such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the 
United Kingdom have a slightly different aim. Like solidarity finance, they primarily challenge 
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 OŶ the diffeƌeŶĐe ďetǁeeŶ ͞ŵaƌket plaĐe͟ (place du marché) aŶd a ƌelatioŶ of ͞ĐlieŶtele ties͟, iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt 
of the ǁoƌd ͞ŵaƌket͟, see Servet, 2006: 314-316. 
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the exclusion that results from monetary orthodoxy, and their action is focused upon the 
encouragement of means of payment that can go some distance towards restricting the 
money supply. In this context, it is logical for social currency to be partially converted into 
national currency and for opportunities to be created for inter-LETS transactions. This is less 
about seeking practices based on different grounds than about achieving insertion in 
increasing economic flows. 
With their rapid expansion, local exchange systems were often interpreted as the vectors 
of a spontaneous economy based on mutual help. In 2002, Argentina had over 5 million 
members, but this growth only lasted a short time before collapsing. Except for this particular 
case, the typical cycle was less irregular. Rapid construction was usually followed by a certain 
slowing-down, as happened in France, where the number of SEL stopped growing in 1998, 
and then diminished slightly to around 315 for 30,000 members in 2000. These facts meant 
that the dream of a new paradigm for society had to be replaced with a more modest 
intervention capacity, which helped legitimise initiatives in the economy, irrespective of 
capital ownership. From this perspective, local exchange systems are close to other 
experiments that have stayed clear from the official currency in the transactions that they 
stimulate. Two examples may be given in Francophone countries. The first is that of the 
monitored self-production networks that have begun to group into associations: 
neighbourhood workshops, collective kitchens, family nurseries, self-built and self-
rehabilitated housing, leisure, repairs, etc.20 Support can take many forms and for this 
reason, alignments are not immediate but derive from self-production, in the sense of 
activities aimed at the production of goods and services for self- and neighbourhood 
consumption (Cérézuelle, 2004: 101-108). The second example concerns reciprocal 
knowledge exchanges, which were organised into a movement several years ago (Héber-
Suffrin, 1998: 417). Each of these networks establishes non-hierarchical relations between 
supplieƌs aŶd useƌs of kŶoǁledge of all tǇpes: ͞fƌoŵ pƌaĐtiĐal kŶoǁledge ;suĐh as hoǁ to fill 
in forms) to classical knowledge (literature, musical instruments) and even technical know-
how (using computer software, cooking, gardening, etc.Ϳ͟ ;HĠďeƌ-Suffrin, 1992). In these two 
examples, as in the case of local exchange systems, the associative framework is conceived as 
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 See the website of PADES (Self-production and Social Development Programme): 
<www.pades.autoproduction.org>.  
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͞aŶ atteŵpt at ĐoŶstantly re-balancing and creating coherence between the activity and 
eƋualitǇ, iŶ a ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀe aŶd ĐogŶitiǀe teŶsioŶ͟ ;HĠďeƌ-Suffrin, 1998: 214).  
 
3. A new questioning of the economy 
The kinship between initiatives such as the popular economy, proximity services, fair trade, 
microfinance and social currencies is confirmed by the existence of multidimensional 
experiments that include elements from several. In Peru, Villa el Salvador (a shanty town of 
some 350,000 inhabitants near Lima) is a self-governing collectivity, which, in 1987, set up an 
industrial park together with representatives of the national government. This pole of 
development of the popular economy, involving funding, training, support for 
commercialization and technical assistance, generated 30,000 jobs across 8000 small 
companies. In Brazil, the residents' association of Palmeiras, a shantytown on the edge of 
Fortaleza, ďeĐaŵe faŵous ǁith the Ŷaŵe of its populaƌ ďaŶk, ͞Palmas,͟ which supports the 
production of handicrafts, clothing, leather goods and cleaning materials, and also a tourist 
agency. This solidarity funding (involving a special neighbourhood currency) is complemented 
by fair trade in the form of a shop where local producers can display and sell their wares. In 
all cases, the establishment of the economic rules takes account of the voice of those who 
are usually excluded by the power relations of an economy dominated by the logic of large 
groups: women, the lower classes, small producers from the South, etc.  
These outbursts of association-building in the last decades of the 20th century were not 
about promoting an ideal, unachievable economy.21 The Ƌualifieƌ ͞alteƌŶatiǀe͟, ǁhiĐh had 
been such a powerful mobilizing force in the 20th century and was still marked by the 
imaginary of rupture, now dissipated, to be replaced by a variety of terms that refer to 
different kinds of initiatives.  
 
From alternative to the quest for legitimacy 
Over the long term, theƌe has ĐleaƌlǇ ďeeŶ a shift aǁaǇ fƌoŵ ͞alteƌŶatiǀe͟ ǀisioŶs to a Ƌuest 
for legitimacy. The first proximity service projects were part of an alternative imaginary. After 
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 In this respect, some presentations are too dated and too influenced by the example of local exchange 
systems. Thus, Cusin & Benamouzig (2004) make reference to them, though their general assessment has to be 
refuted: ͞the ƋuestioŶ aƌises of ǁhether or not this alternative sǇsteŵ ŵaǇ ďe geŶeƌalized to the ŵaƌket͟ 
(208). When the matter is presented in these terms, the conclusion can only be the invalidation of an 
uŶƌealistiĐ pƌojeĐt. The ĐhoiĐe ďetǁeeŶ ͞ŵeƌĐaŶtile tƌaŶsaĐtioŶs oƌ the logiĐ of doŶatioŶ?͟ ;to use the authoƌs͛ 
terminology) is clearly biased.  
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ϭϵϲϴ, the ͞ĐƌğĐhe sauǀage͟ ŵoǀeŵeŶt, ǁhiĐh aƌose iŶ Paƌis, spƌead thƌough FƌaŶĐe aŶd 
other countries like Germany, where Kinderlaeden (anti-authoritarian nursery schools) were 
created in Berlin. The ͞ĐƌğĐhes sauǀages͟ flauŶted theiƌ ĐouŶteƌ-cultural attitude and anti-
institutional aims, rejecting other collective childcare facilities and domination by institutions 
ĐoŶsideƌed as ŶiĐhes of the doŵiŶaŶt ideologǇ. The ͞desire to be independent and to be able 
to freely formulate the quest for a new form of pedagogical and relational expression kept 
existing groups on the margins of public institutions, which were perceived to exert a power 
of ĐoŶtƌol aŶd staŶdaƌdizatioŶ͟ ;Passaƌis, ϭϵϴϰ: ϮͿ. IŶ GeƌŵaŶǇ, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to a suƌǀeǇ Đaƌƌied 
out in 1987 by the National Information and Liaison Office for the Development and Support 
of Self-Help Groups, the first generation of self-help groups was built through progressive 
differentiations within a dynamic of contestation that sought to produce a counter-society at 
local level.  
In this perspective, the trajectory followed by these groups is typical of proximity services. 
In these childcare facilities, the dark face of the alternative impulse was unexpectedly 
revealed: inadequate resources, isolation, the precarious nature of its actions, high volunteer 
turnover rate, breadth of responsibilities compared to the gratifications taken from the 
experiment. When it ran out of steam, many attempts subsequently disappeared. However, 
despite this, their strength lay in the ability to relativize and contextualize the initial utopia, 
without giving it up altogether. As the aim was limited to providing services in a very 
restricted area, reorientation was easier than in some experiments at community living and 
working, where interpersonal conflicts would arise as the planned transformations grew 
weaker. In short, the utopian visions became tempered with realism over time, a 
development furthered by the economic crisis, which foregrounded concerns such as the 
maintenance of accessible collective services and job creation. ͞OŶ the oŶe haŶd, it became 
more difficult for parents to arrange time to participate in the functioning of the crèches as 
well as the money required for self-funding,͟ ǁhile ͞oŶ the otheƌ, the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of the 
stability of regular paid eŵploǇŵeŶt ǁas also felt͟ ;ibid.). 
Thus, these experiments experienced two waves: firstly, the alternative to mercantile 
consumption, and later, a certain realism with regard to questions of employment and social 
cohesion. In their search for meaning, they bear witness to a crisis of values expressed at the 
end of the 1960s, while through their realism, they internalised the obstacles produced by 
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the financial crisis that followed. This dual affiliation is reflected in the reference to general 
values articulated with the desire to resolve concrete problems in a particular context.  
The first wave of association-building iŶtƌoduĐed a logiĐ of ͞ǀoiĐe,͟ as direct worker and 
user participation acquired importance as a way of complementing the participation granted 
to the respective representatives. The second wave was more reactive to neoliberalism and 
more pragmatic. For this reason, it received an ambivalent response from supporters of the 
welfare state, who considered that it often extolled civil society as a substitute for state 
intervention. It might be said that the demand for rights of expression on the part of the 
citizen was confused with a desertion of the state. However, while the budgetary constraints 
on the welfare state played a part in engendering proximity services, they do not entirely 
explain the commitment shown by actors from civil society. This is also connected to the 
promotion of forms of active citizenship. In addition, most of the initiatives did not entail the 
end of state involvement; on the contrary, they sought public recognition. This recognition 
began to occur following the studies that described in detail the contents of proximity 
services in different EU countries, funded by European pilot schemes for rural development 
and innovation (the EC Leader initiative), the ͞thiƌd sǇsteŵ͟ ;DiƌeĐtoƌate-General for 
Employment and Social Affairs), regional and local strategies to support local job creation 
schemes, and integrated and innovative urban revitalization and restructuring strategies 
(Article 10 of the European Regional Development Fund). In total, at least 5000 to 6000 
experiments were supported, bearing witness to the gradual visibility of initiatives that had 
been overlooked in the past. However, this support did not provide a place in stable budget 
lines, due to the market-oriented approach of public actions at European level, which for 
many years have confused support for a field of activity with the creation of a new market, 
territorial development with aid to companies. Moreover, public regulation focused upon job 
creation, preferring to give exemptions to consumers rather than subsidies to the supply, and 
gradually abandoning concern with accessibility, which was constitutive of the social services.  
Further obstacles to recognition had to do with the social utility and virtually collective 
character of proximity services. In fact, many of these services (which were individual, as they 
were directed at individual consumers) also offered benefits for the collectivity. The typical 
example, which blurs the distinction between individual and collective services, is the case of 
childcare. Forms of childcare are very connected to the conception of the role and place of 
women in society. These services affect the lifestyle of individuals, and the collectivity 
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influences the way apparently individual choices are made. Thus, public authorities are 
entitled to intervene in the funding of childcare for small children, for reasons of equity 
(including the desire to make this service accessible to as many people as possible) and 
quality control, and for external reasons connected to the benefits that this can bring for the 
community, such as releasing more women into the work force, not to mention the 
educational and preventive role provided by childcare facilities (Fraisse, Gardin & Laville, 
2000). The challenge to these initiatives and their respective public interlocutors lies in 
designing institutional formulas that take account of the collective benefits created by 
particular services, and respect for criteria of social justice and professional equality. 
Between individual and general interests, the challenge is to define the criteria of social 
utility that create the right to public funding and that may be subject to negotiation, 
extending social negotiation to partner associations and local collectivities.  
However, the still-weak echo of these initiatives is due to the fact that, as they grow in 
size, they revive pre-established models of mercantile or state action. This is the problem of 
the different logics operating in these micro-collective actions and in macro-institutional 
regulations. The initiatives studied, through micro-collective actions, restore relations 
between the social and economic components. The dominant macro-institutional 
regulations, for their part, continue to juxtapose economic policies that justify deregulation 
measures with the argument of the hardness of international competition and social policies, 
which try to attenuate the social fragmentation accentuated by economic policies. Clearly, 
inadequacies will persist between actions designed to organise living conditions in 
accordance with the reasons for living (De Certeau, 1980) and regulations inherited from an 
economic society focused on resolving the problem of scarcity. It is for this reason that, given 
the lack of social debate about institutional mediations capable of keep up with the increase 
in contemporary uncertainty and the inability of macro-institutional regulations to ensure 
social cohesion, micro-collective actions constitute neglected phenomena, despite their 
relative diffusion. Paradoxically, the institutional changes that they caused were minimal, 
while the questions that they raised touch the fundamental choices of society. The 
associations are often accused of fostering job insecurity. However, before calling the actors 
into question, would it not be better to question ourselves about the deficit and lack of 
public recognition?  
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It is not the desire to restrict public action that guides the associative and cooperative 
projects mentioned. On the contrary, those in charge of them insist that public action is 
indispensable, but add that public policies have to rethink the respective modes of 
intervention in order to integrate initiatives that aim at the democratization of society. The 
challenge is to define policies that support them because of their contributions, not only on 
the economic and social levels, but also on the political level, as they stimulate an 
apprenticeship in public life that favours the expression of daily problems.22  
 
A new problematic  
None of these initiatives, legally validated in diverse national contexts, may be understood 
through the third sector approach that establishes a watertight separation between 
associations and cooperatives, something that is being increasingly challenged by reality. 
Neither do they fall into the sphere of the previously acquired status of the social economy, 
but are distinguished from it by their broader solidarity aims as well as by their character as 
enterprises involving multiple parties. The explicit objective of service to the collectivity and 
power sharing between the different parties are the two most specific features of the 
emerging realities, and this forces us to examine their connection.  
But first let us return to the objectives. From the moment economic activities are 
established as a means at the service of objectives related to democratic solidarity, the 
production of goods and services obeys another logic: it is not decided in accordance with 
the prospects of profit but according to whether it suits the common good. The reasons for 
the promoters͛ commitment lie in the search for benefits for the collectivity that are not 
effects induced by economic activity but intentional consequences. Thus, in the case of 
biological agriculture, renewable energies or economic integration, environmental and social 
costs externalized by other companies become internalized. The objectives chosen by the 
actors lead them to assume functions such as local heritage maintenance, environmental 
protection or the integration into employment of people with difficulties. In fair trade, 
solidarity finance and proximity services, there is also respect for criteria of social justice and 
accessibility to services.  
The activity is not conceived on the basis of a common pre-existing identity, but through 
collective reflection, which helps define it. To achieve the desired objectives, one has 
                                                          
22
 This question is developed in Laville (1995: 32-54; 1997). 
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therefore to use appropriate means: in this case, those means reside in the grouping of the 
parties involved, to specify the coordinates of a supply and demand which, before, were only 
latent or vaguely felt. Thus, in proximity services, there are not only asymmetries of 
information, as stipulated in the third sector approach, but also uncertainty as to the 
construction of the services themselves. The common challenge facing the parties involved in 
the project is how to deal with this informational uncertainty in the context of an explicit 
quest for social justice – for example, in the equitable access to services oƌ to a ͞deĐeŶt͟ joď 
(Laville & Nyssens, 2001: 9-21) – or through the social construction of what are called 
positive externalities in conventional economics (Fraisse, Gardin & Laville, 2001: 192-207). 
From the moment these benefits cease to be a phenomenon induced by economic activity 
and become a dimension claimed by the promoters, it is logical that these should be 
recruited amongst users and professionals of the activity, along with those partners, as 
volunteers, that believe in the legitimacy of the initiative.  
Logically, the demand for collective benefits does not attract private investors and the 
creation dynamic resides in the mobilization of social capital. We can thus affirm that the 
organizing factor (according to Razeto, the factor that determines the objectives of the legal 
entity and enables it to be controlled) is, in this case, social capital. This capital may, in 
addition, be more specifically termed civic capital (Evers, 2001), as it seeks collective benefits, 
activating democratic social ties. While social capital is important in the whole production 
process, in the initiatives considered, it becomes the organizing factor of production and 
acquires a civic orientation.  
This is what the solidarity economy aims to witness, when it insists on the process of 
democratization of the economy that gathers all these initiatives. UsiŶg Lipietz͛s teƌŵiŶologǇ 
;ϮϬϬϭͿ, ͞ǁe do it iŶ the Ŷaŵe of this͟ oǀeƌƌides ͞how we do it, under what status and with 
ǁhat oƌgaŶizatioŶal staŶdaƌds͟ – i.e., the rules of the social economy. The solidarity economy 
has brought to public attention notions of social utility and collective interest, and raised the 
question of the aim of activities, something that had been sidestepped in the social economy, 
which centred on the relations between activity and actors. On this point, the solidarity 
economy goes further than the social economy.  
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A dual dimension 
The dual dimension, political and economic, demanded by the solidarity economy and 
schematized in the diagram below, underlines the need for associative, cooperative and 
mutualist experiments to influence institutional commitments. The social economy, centred 
on the organizational aspect, has not bee able to counter the institutional isomorphism 
created by the division and complementarity between market and welfare state. Centred on 
the economic success of the companies that compose it, it has put aside political mediations. 
Indeed, as a reaction to the perverse effects of that focus on the economic dimension, the 
experiments of the last decade have reinforced the political dimensions of initiatives that aim 
to be both citizen-oriented and entrepreneurial. These will have no effect if they are unable 
to promote democracy in both their internal functioning and their external expression.  
 
Figure 1: The two dimensions of the solidarity economy 
 
 
 
To admit that the economic success of isolated experiences is not decisive also means 
engaging in reflection about the reasons why they encounter so many obstacles to their 
diffusion. In this respect, there must be a dominant definition of the economy that 
discriminates negatively against them. If this solidarity economy has no right to a full 
existence, this is not due to any inadequacy on the part of its actors, but to a more 
fundamental reason. Through its dual dimension, the solidarity economy questions the 
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categories of the economy at the conceptual and empirical level, refusing to limit economic 
phenomena to those that are defined as such by economic orthodoxy. It also questions this 
power of delimitation that economic science possesses, and fosters a more general reflection 
on the definitions and institutions of the economy.23  
 
Translated by Karen Bennett 
Revised by Teresa Tavares 
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